family life by enabling people to organise paid work around other commitments and, if so, at what cost; and third, the contribution of flexible working to equal opportunities, in the sense of facilitating career development and in enabling both parents to provide for the emotional and material needs of their children.
The case-study findings suggest that flexible working patterns can facilitate labourmarket participation of people with caring responsibilities, but in a way that contributes as much to the strengthening of traditional gender roles as to their erosion and thus, at best, makes only a partial contribution towards realising`equality' as specified under the EU's mainstreaming initiative. I argue that more radical changes in working times and in the overall organisation of social reproduction, including greater social provision of childcare, are necessary in order to bring about the more fundamental changes in gender relations which are necessary for greater gender equality, even as it is understood within official discourse. In this paper I take the EU's specification of gender equality as a yardstick against which to assess the contribution made by flexible working, but I do not address the limitations of EU policy [which are discussed by Duncan (1996) , Rees (1998) , and Sales and Gregory (1996) ], partly because some of the issues raised in earlier critiques are now being addressed and partly because even within its own terms of reference there are clear conflicts between the equal opportunities objective and flexible working. In the concluding section some preliminary comments are made about recent government initiatives, in particular the National Childcare Strategy, that aim to increase equal opportunities by providing parents with`real choice' in relation to their labour market participation.
The nature and scale of flexible working in the United Kingdom
Meanings of flexibility
The term`flexible work' derives from the recognition that an increasing proportion of the workforce no longer work standard hours, are no longer employed on permanent contracts, and/or are required to move between different kinds of work. Terms such as atypical' or`nonstandard' work were used (Meulders et al, 1997; Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989) , but increasingly rejected, as they naturalise male patterns of working, and have become contradictory, as an increasing proportion of jobs acquire`atypical' characteristics.
Two qualitatively different forms of flexibilityönumerical, or defensive, flexibility and functional, or adaptive, flexibilityöhave been identified (Atkinson, 1985; Bosch, 1995) . Numerical flexibility refers to matching labour to the scale of demand, and adaptive flexibility to its changing composition. Numerical flexibility is obtained by using a wide variety of working patterns, including part-time, flexi-time, annualised hours, zero hours, and temporary and seasonal contracts (see Dex and McCulloch, 1997) . Adaptive flexibility, by contrast, requires employees to be polyvalentöto be able to switch between different tasks and adapt to new products and processes.
In practice, the different forms of flexibility often overlap as functional flexibility increases the possibility of numerical flexibility, as employees with polyvalent skills are more able to substitute for one another. Functional flexibility, or adaptability, is often implicitly assumed to be desirable in official discourse (see EC, 1997; DTI, 1998) but it can be used to increase the intensity of work as, for example, in traditionally male work in steel and chemicals on Teesside (see Beynon et al, 1994) where traditional craft demarcations and rewards have been eroded. As with numerical flexibility, the implications for the workforce are varied and can only be determined empirically. This paper is predominantly concerned with numerical flexibility, which has been increasing, and is associated with the increasing feminisation of employment (Fagan and O'Reilly, 1998; Meulders et al, 1997; Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989; Rubery et al, 1998) . D Perrons 
Scale of flexible working in Britain
In the United Kingdom, numerical flexibility has become an essential employer strategy during the 1990s (Casey et al, 1997) and women are overrepresented in nearly all categories. Between 1992 and 1996 over half of the new jobs created were part-time and only one in ten were permanent full-time jobs. According to the 1998 Labour Force Survey (LFS) a quarter of all employees are part-time, well above the EU average of 16%, having increased from 21% in 1984. While male part-time working has expanded rapidly in the 1990s, from 2.5% to 5% of total employment, 81% of part-timers were women, with 44% of all female employees working part-time (Thair and Risdon, 1999) .
Flexible working, especially part-time, is often coincident with unsocial hours, especially in the evenings and at weekends (Harkness, 1999; Rubery et al, 1998) . The number of people working on a Saturday (a traditional working day until the 1960s) has increased during the 1980s and 1990s, especially in the service sector. Working on Sundays and in the eveningsöa newer, although not novel, phenomenonöhas also increased, as conventional and virtual sales are both increasingly available on a 24-hour basis. Since 1994, shops have been opening legally on Sundays and so these increases must therefore be expected to continue. Although 12% of sales workers regularly work on Sundays and 17% in the evenings, it is important to recognise that sales occupations as a whole account for only 7% of those working on Sundays and 3% of those working at night. Care workers, manufacturing operatives, and security workers still make up the major share of the night-time workforce (see Harkness, 1999) .
Working long and unsocial hours is particularly prevalent among young parents (Ferri and Smith, 1996; Harkness, 1999) . Using data from the LFS, Harkness (1999) demonstrated that in one in four families, one parent regularly worked in the evening, and that mothers were 50% more likely to work in the evening than were women without children. During the 1990s the proportion of mothers and fathers working long hours also increased, with a third of fathers working over 50 hours a week and a third of mothers working over 40 hours a week (Harkness, 1999) .
Flexible working has contributed to the increasing labour-force participation rates of women, and especially mothers with young children. Since 1983 the proportion of households with children where both parents work has increased, from nearly 45% to 60% (1998), correspondingly those households where the male is the sole breadwinner have declined from just over 40% to just under 25% (Cooper, 1999) . One reason why partnered parents work a wide range of hours is because they practise serial work and childcare, in other words given the deficit of formal childcare they offset their paid working times to ensure that one parent is available for caring. In some ways this is similar to sequential scheduling (Hanson and Pratt, 1995) and the working-class form of the dual-career family (Young and Wilmott, 1973) , although, in relation to the latter, the scale of this phenomenon has increased in part because of the declining ability of a male manual worker's wage to sustain a family. However, the availability of work during unsocial hours does not assist lone parents to the same extent, and there has been a rise in`workless' households with children öfrom 12.9% in 1990 to 16.9% in 1998 öand 48.6% of lone parent households are without paid work (Cooper, 1999; Social Trends 1997) .
Overall, the United Kingdom has a comparatively high proportion of people in employment, but the low earnings obtained from some jobs has also led to growing financial poverty amongst the employed population (Gregg et al, 1999; ONS, 1999) , and also to time poverty, as additional hours are worked in order to earn a living wage (Harkness, 1999) . Over 25% of the UK workforce work longer hours than those permitted under the EU Working Time Directive (Kodz et al, 1998) . British men, and especially fathers, (Ferri and Smith, 1996) have some of the longest working hours in Europe (Eurostat, 1997; Harkness, 1999; Rubery et al, 1998; TUC, 1998) while mothers, and especially those with young children, are more likely to work short hours. By 1998, 24% of women whose youngest child was less than 11 years of age worked up to 15 hours a week and 40% worked between 16 and 30 hours (Thair and Risdon, 1999) . Overall 80% of mothers are now in paid employment and the average number of weekly working hours for mothers increased from 27 in 1988 to 33 hours in 1998 (Harkness, 1999) .
The structure of flexible employment continues to be gender-differentiated according to the time commitment involved, and, in addition, the different forms of flexibility are similarly gendered. Although the proportion of women exceeds men in most categories, there is greater parity between men and women in forms of flexibility that provide employees with greater time sovereignty, such as annualised hours and four and a half day weeks (Social Trends 1998, table 4.19) . However, employers also gain considerably from these schemes. For example, annualised hours enable employers to meet variations in labour demand without paying overtime (a traditional boost to the incomes of low-paid males) or hiring additional workers. Existing employees may be compensated for change, but these benefits will not be received by new workers, so it is necessary to look beyond the immediate workforce to assess the full implications of new working patterns. Similarly, whether or not uneven working patterns associated with annualised hours enable employees to engage in caring is debatable. One scheme, praised by the TUC (1998), was for gardeners (all male) to work longer hours in the summer than in winter. The existing workforce benefited from a permanent employment contract and the local authority avoided overtime payments and the need to hire temporary workers during the summer. As a consequence employees had time available for caring during the winter, but those with school-age children faced the possibility of problems during the summer holidays. There cannot be a uniform answer to the question of whether flexible working patterns are intrinsically desirable; consequently it is necessary to explore the implications of flexibility in specific contexts.
A case study of flexible working practices in the UK retail sector Methodology This section draws on research carried out with Jennifer Hurstfield, as part of a comparative study of flexible working in the European Union (Perrons and Hurstfield, 1998; EC, 1998) . The purpose of the study was to consider the extent to which flexible working in the retail sectoröin different national contexts and welfare regimesö facilitated the reconciliation of paid work with caring responsibilities, and the extent to which it represented a new form of precariousness. Particular attention was given to the question of whether flexible working contributed towards equal opportunities as defined under the EU's mainstreaming initiative. Before setting out the UK case study, it is important to specify the EU's understanding of equal opportunities even though this understanding of equal opportunities may be a limited one.
Mainstreaming not only requires the application of a gender perspective and analysis to all the policies, programmes, and actions of the Commission (EC, 1997), but also requires the introduction of``measures to adapt the organization of society to a fairer distribution of men's and women's roles' ' (EC, 1997, pages 15^16) . This may be obtained by``adapting the organization of work to help women as well as men reconcile family and working life, and by providing more flexible employment solutions again for both men and women'' (EC, 1996, page 5, my emphasis). Thus, according to the EU``the promotion of equality must not be confused with the simple balancing of statistics'' but looked upon as``promoting long lasting changes in parental roles, family structures, institutional practices and the organization of work and time'' (EC, 1996, page 5). Flexible working is thought to contribute to this end.
The retail sector was chosen for analysis because ever-lengthening opening hours mean that it is not possible to staff a store with traditional working patterns. Furthermore, the sector accounts for about 11% of female workers. Despite the numbers of young people employed (in the larger UK supermarkets about 25% of employees are students) the sector is also attractive to people with caring responsibilities.
The study was based primarily on qualitative research. In-depth interviews and focus group discussions were carried out with managers and employees in four different kinds of store: an international store, a supermarket, a departmental chain store, and a single outlet departmental store. Questionnaires were distributed to a stratified sample of employees designed to reflect the different working arrangements and the different types of job: shop assistants, shelf fillers, checkout workers, warehouse workers, supervisors, and clerical and personnel workers. Most of the questionnaires were completed in the stores; quite a high proportion in the presence of the researchers, who clarified uncertainties. Where questionnaires were left for individual employees to return a very low response rate was obtained. The particular firms were chosen because they reflected different styles of retailing. However, the stores did not form a representative sample from the retail sector and thus the differences in working patterns could reflect the size of the store and its location rather than the style of retailing. The emphasis in the study was the relationship between flexible working and equal opportunities.
The managers at the stores and head offices appeared to be interested in the research while employee response was more varied. Some employees were clearly unhappy with aspects of their overall living and working arrangements and were keen to use this opportunity to voice their specific problems and seek advice from interviewers about their employment and social security rights. Some thought that as the study had been sponsored by the European Union it would lead to an immediate improvement in their situation. Many more held both positive and negative views towards their working situation but welcomed the interview as a chance to have a break from their working routine. Employees were interviewed during their working time, and so they were in a sense being paid to take part in the study.
Overall, 76 questionnaires were completed; 40 in-depth interviews of between 40 and 70 minutes duration took place; and 3 employee focus groups (2 of female and 1 of male employees) were held. Head office and store managers and a trade union official from USDAW (the Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers^the main shop workers union) also gave interviews and another high-level union official contributed to the design of the interview schedule. Overall, the level of trade union membership was very low in our case-study stores. There were no trade union officials employed at any of the stores and only one respondent to the questionnaire belonged to a trade union.
All the stores were helpful in terms of providing a private space in which to carry out the research. The human resources manager or personnel assistants identified individuals with caring responsibilities and they were invited to participate in the study. The degree and nature of bias inherent in this procedure is unknown. The interviews were conducted in private and the employees were assured that their anonymity would be preserved. The different stores are correspondingly referred to as`International', Supermarket',`Chain', and`Department'. Similarly, individual respondents are referred to by a number of generic job categories to reflect their status and type of work without linking them to a particular store. The employees made both favourable and unfavourable comments about their working arrangements. In one case unease remained and the tape was turned off during the interview. With this exception the interviews were taped, transcribed, and analysed using`grounded theory' öan inductive approach which seeks to build a theory from the identification of concepts, categories, and themes in the data (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) .
Given the way in which the stores and the respondents were chosen, the findings cannot be said to be representative of the retail sector as a whole. Nevertheless, the interviews provided some rich analytical insights into the lives and experiences of flexible workers, the relationship between flexible working and equal opportunities, and about managerial perspectives on flexibility. The questionnaires provided a general picture of the stores to which the interviewees belonged.
Rationale for flexible workingöemployee chosen or employee led or a complementary combination
With the lengthening of opening and operating hours in the retail sector (to between 12 and 24 hours a day, up to 365 days a year), employment needs cannot be met from à standard' workforce. Furthermore, new technology providing detailed information on trading patterns can enable employers to match their actual employment to the hourly, daily, and seasonal variations in sales. Part-time workers can therefore be contracted to work on a permanent basis and with fixed hours, but over a range of different rotas throughout the year. This provides enormous flexibility for the employer, who will not incur additional overtime costs when working hours have to be marginally extended. Thus, flexibility does not necessarily imply use of temporary agencies, subcontracting, or casualisation and in this sense is very different from the forms of numerical flexibility discussed by Atkinson (1985) and Sparke (1994) . However, the central question is whether this form of flexibility also works for the employees.
At the national level, nearly 55% of female checkout operators (including students) worked less than 21 hours a week, and 11.8% less than 8 hours a week (NES, 1997). In the case-study stores, employee contracts indicated that these figures were 46% and 6%, respectively, taken over a wider range of retail work. Contracted weekly hours ranged from 4 to 48 and formed a broad distribution, with clusters around 20 and 38 hours that reflected the more rigid contracts in the Department and Chain stores. Based on the actual number of hours worked, the distribution was even broader, ranging from 4 to 71 hours per week, with a mean of 29, 4 hours higher than the mean number of contracted hours. Over half of the employees regularly exceeded their contracted hours, with a higher proportion of those employed in the International store and in the Supermarket, but surprisingly few workers responded affirmatively to the question of whether they were asked to change their hours or pattern of working (less than 10% saying they were asked to change once a week or more) suggesting that this employer-led flexibility had to some extent been naturalised.
Contracts in the International store and the Supermarket were the most varied, with those in the Supermarket being almost individualised. Over 70% of the respondents had chosen both the number and the distribution of hours, which in principle allowed both employers and employees considerable flexibility. For the Chain and the Department stores, these figures were less than 40%. In the Chain store this greater rigidity may have been a result of its relatively small size and more constricted opening hours, as more varied contracts existed in its larger outlets. The Department store on the other hand was more traditional in orientation and was only just beginning to introduce more varied working patterns.
Short-hour contracts enable employers to make significant savings on National Insurance (Meadows, 1997) , to avoid some of the protective employment legislation, and, perhaps most importantly, to raise work intensity and productivity because there are no paid rest periods and because output tends to fall towards the end of long shifts. This view is confirmed by a comment made by one of the human resource managers in the large International store:
``What we have tried to do is introduce unique working patterns so that individuals truly do come in when they function and the operation requires them to'' (manager, International store). In this store, a new`flexi-contract' had been introduced for a fifth of the workforce. Contracts were permanent, but the number of contracted weekly hours varied: 3 hours between January and March; 9 hours in the summer and autumn; and 25 hours in the period leading to Christmas. The manager recognised that this contract was not ideal from the employees' perspective, but pointed out the advantages over temporary contracts:`A lthough they go down to three hours, they are still a member of staff, they get their pension and discounts. And for many people it really suits them in that they don't really want to work long hours, then at Christmas it's probably the one time of the year when they need some extra money and it works really well'' (manager, International store). This managerial view implicitly assumes that employees have access to another source of income: a second job, a partner, or the state. This example provides a case of employer-led flexibility, dictated both by the seasonal fluctuations in sales (over 400%), and by uncertainty over future sales owing to the opening of a major new shopping centre within the same market area. In fact, management kept their committed hours to an equivalent of 50 full-time employees below their actual staffing requirements, but managed this arrangement through varied employee contracts and voluntary' overtime. Thus, labour can become a very variable cost to the company even when permanent contracts are in place.
The Supermarket also had a very varied system of contracts, but were actively moving away from very short-hour contracts owing to the high turnover rate amongst these employees and concerns over quality control. Place marketing rather than simple price competitiveness had become an important factor in maintaining and increasing their market share (Dowling, 1993; Lowe and Crewe, 1996; USDAW, 1996) , and managers in the Supermarket were concerned that employees on short hours were not sufficiently motivated or aware of company strategies to raise the quality of the shopping experience through enhanced employee performance. Charts with smiling faces (resonant of primary school) displayed the performance of employees in relation to productivity, name badge wearing, establishing eye contact,`wearing a smile', and attendance. Individuals, departments, or sections were rewarded with certificates or bottles of wine for meeting targets (see also Lowe and Crewe, 1996) . However, despite this concern for team building, loyalty, and commitment, these targets also form an important part of the disciplinary procedures.`Mystery shoppers' observe employee performance in greeting customers, and checkout speed is monitored through the electronic point of sales system (EPOS). During one of my visits, an employee was sent home for failing to wear his name badge for the second time, illustrating the coexistence of traditional forms of discipline with new-style employee`empowerment'.
The Supermarket had introduced a variety of schemes that responded to employee needs for greater flexibility. These schemes included: parental leave, which enabled employees to take unpaid time off or reduce their contracted hours in cases of illness or during the school holidays; a shift-swap scheme, which enabled employees to swap shifts on an occasional basis; and study leave and store-swap schemes, which were tailored towards students. Although these schemes responded to employee needs for flexibility, the rationale lay in their ability to increase worker commitment and reduce staff turnover and absenteeism. Furthermore, they presupposed that the workers had some alternative means of financial support during periods of leave. Moreover, the schemes often depended on the cooperation of line managers, as the varied nature of the shifts, the intensity of the work, and the lack of rest periods, meant that employees knowledge of each other was fairly limited. As one employee commented:`T he managers don't help you. You actually have to find someone, and you don't know when everyone is working. You don't know who is on the job, because you only come in on certain days, so you can't get in contact with the person who is willing to swap'' (assistant, Supermarket). It became clear that junior managers were able to exercise considerable discretion in the way company policies were implemented in relation to working times and also in relation to performance-related pay. Given the low level of unionisation, employees had few means of redress. Furthermore, employees within the same company and within the same store had varying experiences of company policies. Employees in stores with progressive policies did not always experience their full benefit, partly because relatively junior managers were left to resolve conflicts between different company policiesöfor example, being family friendly, while meeting output, cost, and quality targets. Those who had been with the same employer for some time reported that flexibility was reciprocalöthat a situation of`give and take' prevailed. Other employees felt less secure and were concerned that their unwillingness or inability to be flexible, owing to family commitments, undermined their chances for performancerelated pay or promotion and considered that flexibility was much more one-sided. Even though contracts were in many ways individualised in the International store and the Supermarket, management clearly sought to retain control over the parameters of flexibility and were reluctant to amend contracts to reflect actual hours, even when these were of a long-standing nature.
The Department and the Chain stores had a more limited range of contracts and more rigid working patterns, but these stores too often required additional hours to be worked, sometimes at quite short notice, and employees felt obliged to agree:`I think you would be frowned upon and the next holiday you wanted, or the next little favour such asö`can I leave half an hour early tonight?'öthe answer would be`sorry no' '' (assistant, Department store). In general, regular employees were required to work at least alternate Saturdays and for lone parents this requirement was a considerable source of stress:`I 've gone in and I've stressed to them literally crying, I can't do it, I can't, I'm on my own, my family are in [X (a town 120 miles away)] I can't, please can I do any day except Saturday'' (assistant, Chain store). These contrasting illustrations indicate that some forms of flexibility allow employees to reconcile paid work with caring, while rigid patterns provide certainty but can make this reconciliation more difficult. On this issue, there were some interesting contrasts between the different countries in the wider comparative study. One German manager commented that he would love to have the flexibility that existed in the United Kingdom, and so too might some of the employees, because regulations that were developed to protect employee interest as a whole could be detrimental to those with caring responsibilities. In Germany, regular late or Saturday working is not permitted but informants commented that such working patterns would have eased their logistical problems of transport and childcare (Perrons, 1999) . What is crucial is that flexibility should be reciprocal and, as the Supermarket found, mutual gains were possible from such arrangements. This study also confirms other findings (see for example Gregory and O'Reilly, 1996; Neathey and Hurstfield, 1995; Rubery et al, 1994) ; employees are willing to accept flexible working arrangements as long as there is some degree of predictability and control over their determination. Flexible working hours expand employment opportunities for people with varying caring responsibilities; however, the extent to which they contribute to equal opportunities at home or work is more debatable.
Flexible employment and a transformation of gender roles
Flexibility and childcare In this section, the extent to which flexibility facilitates the reconciliation of work and family life is explored. Compared with the other EU countries, the United Kingdom ranks 8th in terms of the proportion of mothers in employment who have dependent children, but only 14th in terms of mothers in full-time employment (EC, 1997); only the Netherlands has a smaller proportion of mothers in full-time work. One reason for this discontinuity is the childcare deficit; others may be linked to the desire to play a greater role in caring for the children themselves. Four out of five mothers currently not in employment expressed a desire to work if childcare was available (DfEE, 1998 ), but at the same time LFS data also indicated a strong preference for part-time work; 90% of mothers working part-time said that they did not want a full-time job (Thair and Risdon, 1999 ). This figure is higher than that for the EU as a whole, where three fifths of female part-time workers (compared with one third of men) preferred parttime work (EC, 1997). In the current case study, all the part-time employees expressed a preference for working part-time given their current caring roles.
One of the attractions of twilight and night working is that partnered women can rely on their partners to take care of the children. The findings from this case study correspond with the national data discussed earlier (Ferri and Smith, 1996; Harkness, 1999) . A pattern of shift or serial childcare is widely practised among these employees, giving rise to complex juggling arrangements. In one case, a single mother worked weekdays from 9AM until 12 noon while the nonresident father having worked the night shift in the same supermarket cared for their baby. Paid work is therefore able to fit into the interstices of these mothers' lives, with partners or other relatives caring for children. Flexible working therefore permits these kinds of combinations, but whether this can be construed as reconciling paid work and family life is more debatable, and depends, in part, on what is meant by`family life'.
One male junior manager in the Supermarket provided an extreme version of the serial system operated by many parents. In his case, family life in the sense of time spent together, frequently took place in the car. The mother (with the children) collected him from work, dropped them home, and then travelled to her own job as a waitress working from 6PM until midnight. He worked between 38 and 60 hours per week in varied patterns, and two Sundays a month. These hours were not chosen but necessary to get the job done' and his wife's working pattern was adjusted accordingly:`S he has to be flexible, so if I am not working a shift day, then she will take it'' (junior manager, Supermarket). When they both worked on Sundays, the children went to their grandmother, also a waitress, who had to fit the childcare around her own working hours. Thus the family spent``very little'' time together:`I can't remember the last full day we spent together'' (junior manager, Supermarket). When asked if that might have been at Christmas (the interview took place in July), he immediately pointed out that they had not spent Christmas together because his wife, being in catering, was working. These comments were not unusual, and neither was the practice of taking separate holidays:`M y husband and I have arranged our holidays so we take most of our holidays separately, so that [while I am working] he can have the children. The last couple of years we haven't actually been away on holiday, so the arrangement has worked very well'' (assistant, Supermarket). Given the choice, a preference for`family' rather than paid childcare was expressed, but in most cases this was not an issue because paid childcare was precluded as a result of low wages. Only 11 out of the 75 respondents to the questionnaire used any form of paid care. Similarly, the interview data confirmed that paid care was largely restricted to managers. One male junior manager used the subsidised cre© che at his wife's employers öa local authorityöbut it absorbed between 60% and 70% of his wages. In another case, an assistant used a nursery for pedagogical reasons, but could only afford to do so one day a week. These cases were, however, exceptional.
Lack of formal childcare was a particular problem for lone parents and many worked only during school hours. The introduction of new policiesösuch as the National Childcare Strategy and the Working Families Tax Credit scheme (see the conclusion)ömight help to increase the viability of undertaking paid work, and extend the number and range of potential working hours for these families, by raising the availability and affordability of paid childcare. However, at the time of the study, school holidays and days when children were sick were the major problems. Some children were left alone at home placing them in a precarious situation, and their mothers under considerable stress, as this single mother with a 10 year-old daughter explains below. She felt very guilty but could not afford to pay the »40 a week for a playscheme in the school holidays.`I am not proud to have to tell you that I have to leave her for four mornings [in the holidays] to come to work. I was frightened. I'd say don't open the door. She'll sit and play her music tapes and watch TV. She won't go in the kitchenöI make her a packed lunch'' (assistant, Chain store). When her child was ill during term-time she had no help:`I have to leave work to pick her up from school, but then do I go back to work or stay with my child? It's very hard, sometimes I feel like packing it in'' (assistant, Chain store).
Flexibility and domestic work
In conformity with national surveys (Social Trends 1998), the majority of women had the major responsibility for managing childcare and domestic work, but partners had to carry out these functions when they were absent. In cases where women worked short hours during the day there was virtually no reallocation of household duties. Although twilight and night workers generally prepared their children for bed, and weekend workers prepared meals in advance, men nevertheless had to take responsibility after they had gone. In general, male partners were said to be happy with these arrangements, recognising that the income was essential. Some women expressed skepticism over male domestic skills, perhaps reflecting a desire to retain control in what they perceived as their sphere of influence (Speakman and Marchington, 1999) . The following sort of comment was frequently expressed:`M y husband is very good, he makes a lot of mess and then I clear it up'' (assistant in focus group, Supermarket). Night work, however, caused more consternation and one twilight/night worker (working from 8.30PM until 1 or 2 AM and sometimes lateröfive nights a week) indicated that she was under considerable pressure from her husband to switch to daytime hours now that the children were at school. She preferred working nights because it meant that she would`be there' in the holidays for the children without having to change her working pattern. This respondent also commented that night work placed a lot of stress on marriages.
Flexible working has facilitated labour-market participation of carers. In dualgender households, men looked after children and carried out domestic work when the women were absent, but there was no indication of`long-lasting changes in parental roles'. The gender-differentiated pay-structures, in conjunction with the deficit in affordable formal care, reinforced the dominant division of labour (that is to say male full-time and female part-time employment), and this generally represents a short-term rational choice [however, see Dunne (1998) for an account of the way in which the longer term interests of mothers are taken into account in lesbian households]. For lone parents, the ability to work flexible hours was important, but the current benefit structure and lack of affordable childcare together with low pay, meant that it was feasible and rational only to work short hours. The more generous Working Family Tax Credit Scheme may increase the financial returns for longer hours of paid work but, in the meantime, the greater range of contracts offered by the International store and the Supermarket provided greater flexibility for this group. The lack of accessible, affordable, and high-quality formal childcare was instrumental in the choice of working locations, working times, and simultaneously in the choice of working in the retail sector because its widespread spatial distribution and wide range of working times made these jobs spatially and temporally accessible. However, space and time constraints are similarly instrumental in impeding women's career progression in retail or elsewhere.
Flexible employment and equal opportunities in paid work
There is no doubt that flexible working arrangements have facilitated women's entry into paid work. However, opportunities in work remain segregated by time. The vast majority of shop workers have little chance of progression; circumstances which result from, and reinforce, the unequal division of domestic work discussed above. There are four main obstacles within employment which are to some extent mutually reinforcing. First, managerial and supervisory jobs are de facto, if not de jure, reserved for employees prepared to work full-time hours. Second, 33% of employees have no qualifications and the training offered is generally task-specific rather than career-enhancing. Third, opportunities are constrained by the limited job hierarchy. Finally, different gender expectations still play a role in practice, equal opportunities policies notwithstanding.
Despite the high degree of flexible working patterns, managerial jobs are de facto full-time and disproportionately male, with female managers being found mainly in areas such as personnel and clothing öfindings supported by other research, such as Scott (1994) and Neathey and Hurstfield (1995) . The application of flexible working patterns to managerial jobs at store level had rarely been considered, despite progressive statements from head offices. Prompted by the interview, the managers at the Supermarket recounted a heated discussion on this question from which they eventually concluded that it would be possible``my personal view is that there isn't a single job that could not be done on a part-time basis'' (manager, Supermarket). This outcome was unusual and may be linked to the social position of the store manageröa mother with a young child. Overall, this company, had fairly progressive policies and swipe cards were being introduced for managers to deter them from working more than 45 hours a week, owing to concern about managerial stress. However, these hours would be too many for some employees who wished to combine paid work with day-today caring responsibilities. Comments similar to the one below were frequently made:`I know how long these managers work. I don't have that level of commitment when it comes to choosing between home life and work life'' (assistant, International store). Furthermore, many employees reported that they had to`step down', in other words accept a lower level job, if they were unwilling to work full-time.`W hen I had my first child I was a full supervisor going on maternity leave, and I was told I could only go back to my original position if I could work full-time, so I had to step down. Not only did I have to step down one grade, but also they would only take me back as a sales assistant. After six months and being used as a relief deputy, I was told they were going to promote me to deputy supervisor.
Not at any stage was a full supervisor looked at on a part-time basis'' (deputy supervisor, International store). Some reasons given for these policies were spurious öone manager argued that:`T here is a major constraint on the ability of part-timers to have a progressive career. Now, that is nothing to do with discrimination or ideology or anything else. The fact is the management has to cope with unpredictable events such as fires. You can't have people responsible for an operation saying`my shift is up, I'm off' '' (manager, Chain store). Other reasons simply reflected a lack of imagination. For example, a former section manager returned from maternity leave to a clerical job. Neither she, nor the human resources manager, could envisage her resuming her former role on a part-time basis, even though the human resources manager actually managed two stores and thus was never constantly available in either. Similarly, although there were many training schemes, those that led to managerial positions were generally restricted to full-time employees even though many of the employees were overqualified for their current job. In fact, two thirds of the respondents to the questionnaire indicated that they had some first-level academic or vocational qualifications (those attainable at the minimum school-leaving age). Many stated that they intended to move to more demanding jobs when their caring roles eased. However, these temporary accommodations to caring roles not only have long-term financial costs (Davies and Joshi, 1995) but also have a tendency to become permanent, with over half of the employees responding to the survey having been with the same company for over two years öa period of five to ten years not being uncommon.
The third main constraint to progression was the limited extent of the job hierarchy. This illustrates one of the effects of the concentration of capital and the associated industrialisation of work organisation. Although larger firms provide a greater range of employment opportunities, within specific branches the fragmentation of work restricts opportunities. Finally, gender-stereotyped ideas also remain. Reference was made to both gender and age; young people, and especially young men, being given more opportunities. A young female junior manager said that she would like to work at head office, but also commented:`I would like to have a family as well, so I don't see myself as a potential board member.'' When asked to explain why not she said:`W ell, a lady on the board, with family responsibilities!!'' (junior manager, International store). Despite high and rising profit margins retail workers are poorly paid. On average, their earnings are equivalent to half the overall male average hourly wage (NES, 1997). Even full-time workers rarely earn a breadwinner's wage. For example, a baker who had a pregnant wife and two young children, and who worked between 45 and 60 hours a week, only earned 75% of his total income öthe rest came from state benefits. Although male workers were disproportionately found in the higher paid jobs, in retail they also experienced the comparatively low wages associated with this feminised sector of employment. Many still felt that they were socially expected to provide a breadwinner's wage, even though this was rarely possible. They pointed out, however, that their low earnings were compensated by greater employment securityöin other words, although they worked flexible hours the work was not casualöin contrast to patterns developing in other sectors of manual low-skilled work, such as building or transport. Referring to the building trade one employee commented:`I t was very cut throat, very nasty. You could be out of work at any time. That is really why I finished a job in [Y] , and there was no more work. They said, we might see you here or there, or we may tell you to get lost, so I told them to get lost instead'' (assistant, International store).`I t scares the hell out of me, the future, I feel as though I am stuck here for ever, and there is no way out. Where else in the world can I earn »17 000 per annum without any qualifications ... . Unless I can be a postman and do lots of overtime'' (assistant, Department store). This employee was able to boost his earnings through commission. However he may not have realised that opportunities for paid overtime within the post office have been reduced with the introduction of flexible working patterns.
Flexible employment in the cases studied allowed people to combine paid work with caring but, because of the limited earnings and opportunities for career development, people are also likely to become locked into patterns of dependency on the state, or on their partner, rather than redividing parental responsibilities, endorsing the skepticism outlined by Walby (1989) and the fears of Jensen (1989) . In a competitive capitalist economy, it is rather unrealistic to expect firms to operate autonomously in family-friendly ways, unless there are mutual gains from so doing. In the concluding section some recent government initiatives are briefly reviewed to see if they might contribute to realising the stated equal opportunities objectives.
Conclusion and future directions
There is a coincidence between the expansion of flexible working and the numbers of people with caring responsibilities, especially mothers, in paid employment. This case study illustrated that men have been drawn into domestic work and childcare when women were absent from the home, but otherwise, there was little indication of anỳ`l ong lasting changes in parental roles'' (EC, 1996, page 5). The continuing responsibility for household organisation, together with the deficit in socially provided care, has constrained the employment opportunities and the incomes of women. Thus, the contribution of flexible working to the objectives of the mainstreaming programme in this case is a limited one. Clearly, firms will develop working arrangements that meet their own requirements although, as discussed above, flexibility can sometimes be of mutual benefit. To expect firms to prioritise workers interests or equal opportunities, however, is unrealistic and so it may be necessary for the state to play a greater role in exploiting the potential contribution of flexible working for equal opportunities.
The government has introduced a number of strategies (the New Deal, Fairness at Work, and the National Childcare Strategy) designed to expand employment opportunities for all, including parents, within a flexible, efficient, and fair labour-market (DTI, 1998; DfEE, 1998) . In the National Childcare Strategy the government argues that``neither mothers nor fathers should have to sacrifice their parenting role for the sake of employability''. It recognises``that children have a right to the support of both parentsöin emotional as well as material terms'' (DfEE, 1998, chapter 5, point 15) . The government therefore seeks to``ensure good quality, affordable childcare in every neighbourhood '' (DfEE, 1998, chapter 5, point 15) .
The recognition that children can be well cared for outside of the family represents a significant advance in official thinking. In fact family-friendly policies are said to represent a win^win situationö``good for parents and people providing care, good for children, good for business, and good for the economy'' (Women's Unit, 1998, page 2). The National Childcare Strategy therefore seeks to expand childcare facilities and the Working Family Tax Credit system seeks to change the benefit arrangements so that all parents can be employed and furthermore have an incentive to be so. While the rhetoric is laudable, the manner (through lottery funding and partnerships between local authorities, businesses, and voluntary agencies) and the scale (initially emphasis is placed on after-school care and limited provision for 3^4 year olds) of provision suggests that the government is prioritising the ability of both parents to provide for`t he material well being of their children'', in other words making it possible for both parents to accept low-paid flexible employment, rather than providing a``real choice'' for both parents to engage in the``emotional and material care of their children'' (DTI, 1998) . Similarly, the efficacy and equity of the New Deal for lone parents (a scheme to encourage lone parents of school-aged children to move off benefits and into employment) is questionable, given that those currently not in employment are disproportionately unqualified (Bryson et al, 1997) . Such lone parents are therefore unlikely to move into anything other than low-paid employment because they already carry an unfair burden of domestic work. Furthermore, although women will benefit from the minimum wage (introduced in 1997), the fundamental basis of the gender gap in earnings has not been addressed and thus one of the main factors underlying the unequal division of caring and paid work between women and men will remain.
A way out of these dilemmas is to create a greater balance between paid work, caring work, and leisure for all by reducing overall paid working times and expanding opportunities for everyone to engage in caring activities (Fraser, 1996; Perrons, 2000) . In this way the poverty of those currently bringing up one third of the next generation will be eased, as will the time-poverty of others trying to balance work and care, as well as those currently obliged to work very long hours either because of financial need or for career development (1) . In this way both the burden and the benefits of caring and paid work could be shared more widely.
While this suggestion may sound very radical it is solutions of this kind which are necessary if the rhetoric in government policies for`equal opportunities',`parental choice', and`long-lasting changes in parental roles' is to be translated into reality. In other words, to bring about gender equality it is necessary to consider social reproduction as a whole and consider the division of labour between women and men within ö and betweenöpaid and unpaid work. The introduction of flexible working has opened up a whole range of possibilities for differential engagement in the workplace. However these arrangements need to apply to all levels of the occupational hierarchy, and similar arrangements need to be introduced in relation to caring if the stated official objectives for greater equality of opportunity are to be realised and, even more so, if gender equity in a deeper sense (see Fraser, 1996) is to be obtained.
